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MEMORANDUM FOR THE ASSISTANT TO THE PRESIDENT FOR NATIONAL SECURITY 
AFFAIRS , 
DEPUTY SECRETARY OF STATE 
. DIRECTOR, CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE 
DIRECTOR, OFFICE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET 
DIRECTOR, ARMS CONTROL AND DISARMAMENT AGENCY 


SUBJECT: NSSH-171. Follovw-on = ERE: Nuclear Escalation Oyer the 
Next Ten Years ; 


The attached paper is in response to Dr. Kissinger's verbal 
request at the NSSM-171 DPRC meeting of 26 July 1973 that Dod 
orepare a paper on this subject. The paper discusses: (1) the ~ 
~ Chinese*rationale for developing nuclear weapons; (2) the capabilities 
of current and projected Chinese nuclear forces; and (3) the 
important considerations that miaht be involved in a Chinese 


' decision to escalate to the use of nuclear weapons during the 


next ten oe . ) ¥ Sy Paras, 
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Enclosures 


Copy to: 
Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff 
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Factors, Influencina the Possibility of PRC 


Nuclear Escalation Over the flext Ten Years. 


I.- Introduction 

In the next ten years the Chinese will undoubtedly continue to 
expand their nuclear forces. Thus the question arjses as to the 
capability of the Chinese to escalate*’from conventional to theater 
and strateqic nuclear weapons should a conflict between China and either 
the U.S. or the USSR develop during this period. 


The purposes. of this paper are: (1) to discuss the Chinese 
rationale for developing nuclear weapons; (2) to discuss the 
capabilities of current and projected Chinese nuclear forces; and 
(3) to identify the important considerations that mjcht be involved 
in a Chinesé decision to escalate to thé use of theater and strategic 
nuclear weapons. . = 


II. Chinese Rationale for Developing Nuclear Weapons 


The development of PRC nuclear capabilities. has been influenced by 
Chinese threat perceptions. Until the past few years, the Chinese have 
viewed the U.S. as the most immediate threat to their security. -However, 
there is clear evidence that the Chinese now consider the USSR to be 
the-primary threat. This perception has undoubtedly been influenced 

by the build up of Soviet forces (conventional and nuclear) along the 
Sino-~Soviet border** and by reports that the Soviets were planning 

a preemptive nuclear attack on China in 1969. 


Current Chinese military strateay and doctrine, as publicly 
announced, emphasize the defense of.China against a nuclear attack 
and ground invasion by means of passive defense measures and a 
combination of mobile conventional war and independent auerrilla 
action. Although there 'is no stated reouirement for nuclear weapons 
under this explicit stratecy, their employment is implied in the 
frequently repeated Chinese‘ position that "if attacked we will 
surely counterattack". 


*For the purposes of this paper escalation is defined as the 
expansion of a conflict from one in which only conventional weapons 
are used into one in which nuclear weapons are used. 

**NSSM-171 concludes that the force balance in the border area 
clearly favors the Soviets. Soviet conventional forces on the Sino- 
Soviet border were estimated at approximately 40 divisions and 
830 fighter/attack aircraft. The Soviets also have a full range of 
stratesic and tactical ruclear weapons sytems that can be used 
against the PRC. " 
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The continued development of a Chinese nuclear capability and 
the public statements of Chinese leaders concerning their perceptions 
of the uses of nuclear weapons, if- these can be believed, indicate 
that the Chinese would probably not initiate first use of nuclear 
weapons but could employ them in a defensive role. This implicit 
strategy requires a Chinese nuclear force capable of: 


- Deterring an attack on China by either the U.S. or the 
USSR in the absence of severe provocation by the Chinese. 


- Peterring either the U.S. or the USSR from introducing 
tactical nuclear. veapons -into a local Asian conflict. 


- Preventing the successful blackmailing of China through 
the threat of nuclear war.* ~ F 


It is not at all obvious what, in the Chinese eyes, would 
constitute a credible nuclear deterrent acainst a U.S. or USSR 
attack of China. Such a force might be small-by U.S. and USSR 
standards but it would have to be, at least to the PRC's 
satisfaction, capable of inflicting significant urban/industrial 
damage on the U.S. or USS2 following an-attempted disarming attack 


" aby either nation. 


. The Chinese might rely on their current weapons systeis to 
deter the introduction of tactical nuclear weapons into a local 
Asian conflict. This is especially true if the Chinese do not 
differentiate between "theater" and “tactical” nuclear weapons. 

For example, their current nuclear weapons could be effectively 
employed in a theater role either against allied airfields and ports 
in Korea or against USSR bases and lines of communications (the 
Trans-Siberian railroad) in Soviet Asia. However, because of the 
limited accuracy of Chinese missiles and the relatively larce yield 
of current Chinese weapon systems, the PRC's nuclear forces are not 
well suited for employment in a tactical role in close proximity 

to Chinese forces. Even so, the Chinese may believe that their 
existing nuclear weapons would deter the U.S. and the USSR from 
using tactical nuclear weapons. Alternatively, the PRC may 
develop a full range of “tactical” (in the U.S. .sense of the word) 


_-huclear weapons in the belief that such weapons are necessary to- 


deter either U.S. and/or USSR use of tactical nuclear weapons. 


*The Chinese may have some justification in claiming that they 
have been subjected to "nuclear blackmail" in the past. Specifically, 
the PRC agreed to resume border negotiations with the USSR in 1969 
only after the USSR had signaled that it was cons sdering a preemptive 
moc lear strike against: the PRC. 
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The Chinese-may also believe that nuclear weapons could be 
used to: oo 


- Deter U.S. and/or USSR involvement in local crisis situations. 


- Undermine U.S. or USSR Asian alliances and security 
arrangements. te , 


"= Add to PRC prestige as a global power. 


In regard to-the first point, the Chinese may believe that 
the threat of China's conventional“involvement under a PRC nuclear 
umbrella wil] make both the U.S. arz-USSR reluctant to intervene 
in local crisis situations for fear.of either a protracted: oround 
confrontation with the Chinese of an escalation to the nuclear 
level. In reaard to the second point, the: Chinese may believe that 
their growing nuclear capability will enable them to create 
uncertainty among the other nations in Asia. By exploitina Asian 
fears of involvement in a nuclear war, China micht calculate that 
thesé nations could be persuaded to either sever their ties with 
the superpowers or remain neutral durina any‘confrontation between 
the PRC and either the U.S. or the USSR.* 


IIIT, PRC Nuclear Weapon Capabilities 


As the summary below shows, the PRC possesses a smal] nuclear 
force but one that is projected to grow. This force currently 
has the capability to strike targets in the Asia region (to include 


*Apart from a blackmail the PRC might try to exercise on Asian 
countries durina a confrontation with either of the superpowers, ISA 
believes that blackmail micht also be attempted at any time anainst 
particular countries. While we may’ now judae that the Mao/Chou 
leadership would not attempt such blackmail, it is well to remember 
that both will likely pass from the scene or at least from effective 
control during the ten-year period covered by this paper.’ Since the 
follovi-on PRC leadership and policies are at.best speculative and 
uncertain, use of this more-direct type of pressure on adjacent 
countries cannot be excluded. Examples could include forcing Taiwan 
to capitulate to absorption (assuming the U.S. had disavowed the 
Mutual Defense Treaty), or pressuring Japanese public opinion against 
any GOJ plan to rearm or develop a nuclear capability. 








_ the USSR) and is projected to have a limited capability to:strike 
CONUS by 1976-78. Detailed projections of PRC nuclear force levels 

\ for the period 1973-1982 are at Appendix 1. 

\ . 


! 
Summary of PRC Nuclear Forces a/ 
197319781979 1982 


Bombers (TU-16s) 57-67 83-105 -105-135 100-130 
Missiles (NR/IRBH) 40-70 50-80 110-145 185-230 
Missies (ICBM) b/° 0 . 30-60- 90-120 100-165 


Submarines .(SSBN) 
’ Tactical Nuclear 
Weapons c/ 





a/ Based on Defense Intelligence Projections for Planning 
(DIFP). See Appendix 1 for greater detail. 

b/ Most are reduced range (2,700 to 3,500 nm) missiles 
incapable of reaching CONUS. 








A. Current Forces and Capabilities 






] mb at maximum ranae o 
nm (one-way~fttght) or two weapons at a reduced range. DIA 





estimates that the Chinese currently have a rudimentary, air- 
delivered tactical nuclear weapon capability but no nuclear artillery, 
short range surface-to-surface missiles, SAMs or ADMs.  ° 
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The current Chinese nuclear force, althouch limited in 
numbers of nuclear.weapons and delivery systems, permits them to’ 
escalate from the use of conventional weapons to the use of theater 
and strateqic nuclear weapons. For example, the Chinese could use 
their HR/IRBMs or TU-1€s in a theater role in Korea or Soviet Asia. 
However, because of the Jimited- accuracy of. the missiles and 
relatively larce yield of current Chinese weapon. systems, they are 
not well suited for employment against military targets in close 
proximity to Chinese forces. 





in the vicinity of Vladivostok would be lucrative taragets for the 
Chinese nuclear forces, . 


Althouch the PRC does not now have the capability to 
strike CONUS and European Russia, Chinese nuclear weapons could 
be used strategically to strike U.S. or USSR bases or forces 
in Asia; to attack U.S. or USSR Asian allies; or to attack urban/ 
industrial targets in Soviet Asia. ~ 


B. Projected Forces and Capabilities 


The PRC is projected to continue to expand its nuclear 
forces: by deployina additional medium and—intermediate range 
ballistic missiles and by developing new weapon systems 


By 1974 it is expected thatthe PRC will_add a reduced- 
ange ICBH to inventor 
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-X-4 are expected to be depto ard silos although the 
likely hardness of these silos is unknown, 





There is no known PRC follov-on toa the TU-16- bomber.’ 
However, subsystem modifications are expected to improve the capability 
of this aircraft; should a tanker capability to support the TU-16 
be developed, its operational radius woula be extended to 1,900- 
2,300 nm and its rance extended to 3,250-4,400 nin (depending on the 
mission profile) with a 6,600 1b payload. 








The PRC apparently intends to develop a ballistic , 
missile submarine capabilit ‘ vinese have one diesel-powered 
listic missile subm 
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The intel {iaence community is divided on the tactical 
nuclear capability of the PRC. DIA estimates that the PRC probably 
has a rudimentary tactical nuclear capability at present. DIA 
further estimates that this capability will be significantly 
increased by the mid-to-late 1970s with the development of ground 
and seaborne weapon systems, increased numbers of suitable aircraft, 
nreater quantities of more sophisticated nuclear 













initially the F-S fichter 
-23 light bomber would be likely candidates for 
use as the delivery vehicles for tactical nuclear weapens. 





The addition of the CSS-X-3 reduced range ICBH to the 
* Chinese nuclear inventory in 1974 will oreatly increase the- 

magnitude of the Chinese nuclear threat to the USSR since the 
Chinese will have the capability of striking countervalue targets 
in European Russia. Similarly, the acquisition of the CSS-X-4 in 
1976 vill give the Chinese the capability of striking CONUS. Finally, 
if the DIA estimate with respect to tactical nuclear weapons is 
accepted, the PRC will have a full range of nuclear weapon system 
(except for nuclear artillery) by the end of the ten year period. 
Before these weapons could be used effectively in a theater role, 
however, the Chinese rust also develop their taraet acquisition 
and cormand and control] systems. Little is known about Chinese 
efforts in these areas and it may be that these associated systems 
would limit the effectiveness of future Eines nuclear weapon 
systems. 
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If Chinese tarcet acquisition and command and control 
systems prove to be satisfactory, the projected force of strategic 
and tactical nuclear weapons would provide the PRC many alternatives 
if the Chinese wanted to escalate to the use of nuclear weapons. 
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1V. Factors Influencine a PPC Decision to Escalate 


The PRC might consider using its nuclear weapons if the USSR 
attacked China or if PRC forces. became involved in a conflict in 
Korea. CIA's judgement is that the growth of the Chinese nuclear 
capability during the next decade will not increase China's 
willingness to initiate nuclear warfare or escalate a, conventional 
conflict into a nuclear one. DIA believes the Chinese will not 
initiate first use of nuclear weapons but further estimates that the 
Chinese would probably retaliate, in kind, to an enemy's first use of 
nuclear weapons if the Chinese saw a reasonable possibility of a 
limited nuclear exchange and little risk of escalation. The most 
important factors influencing.a Chinese decision to either use or 
not use nuclear weapons are noted below. 


A. Factors Arquina Acainst PPC Use of tluclear Weapons 


There are a number of reasons which would cause the PRC — 
to hesitate in initiating the use of tactical and/or strategic 
nuclear weapons or jn responding with nuclear weapons to a first 
use of nuclear weapons by either the U.S=- or USSR, 


a 
ad 


. - Retaliatory Potential of U.S. and USSR Nuclear Heapons 
The PRC forces are Clearly inferior to both the U.S. and the USSR 
in strategic and tactical nuclear forces.* While the PRC is aware 

that the U.S. and the USSR must reserve the majority of their 





U.S. estimates of Soviet 
ces Indic 1¢ 1 has approximately 1,669 ICBMs, 


' 626 SLBIs, and 1,375-1,700 strategic bombs and air-to-surface missiles. 


In addition, the "USSR has approximately 195 mobile launchers for 


- tactical nuclear weapons deployed on the Sino-Sovict border. The 


PRC currently has only 40-70 ER/IREMs and probably 10-35 tactical 
nuclear weapons that could be air delivered. By 1982 the PRC force 
is projected to include only about 445-620 strateaic missiles, 100- 
130 strategic Bombers and 740-1,065 tactical nuclear weapons. 
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weapons for’ possible usesagairst each other, the PRC also has the 
‘problem of maintaining a nuclear deterrent against both the U.S. 

and the USSR. Therefore, because of the gross imbalance in nuclear 
forces between the PRC and both the U.S. and the USSR, the 


Chinese are not likely to initate the use of tactical and/or strategic 


nuclear weapons. 


- Need to Deter the USSR. The PRC would probably wish to 
preserve its limited nuclear force intact as a means of deterring 
the USSR while the PRC is enaaced conventionally with the U.S. arid 
its allies, particularly since the: USSR has about 400,C00 troops 
deployed on the PRC border. Therefore, the need to preserve its 
limited nuclear force mioht prevent the PRC from either- initiating 
the use of nuclear weapons or responding to a first use by the U.S. 
with the use of its own nuclear weapons. 

Sf a 4 
- Limitations in PRC Nuclear Cavabilities. As previously 


noted, Chinese nuclear response cepabilities are limited by the type, 


- number and accuracy of the nuclear weapon systems in’ the PRC 


inventory; thus the utility of using these weapons is limited in 
some Situations and therefore the potential benefits would likely 
not warrant the high risks involved. The current rudimentary 
tactical nuclear capability and the limited suitability of its 
strateaic forces for battlefield use are examples of the short- 
comings in the PRC forces which would tendto deter the PRC from 
using its nuclear weapons. 


- Chinese Beliefs About tuclear Meanons. The Chinese 
have traditionally arcued that weapon systems, including nuclear 
systems, will not be decisive in war, They may therefore believe 
that even if the U.S. or the USSR were to employ nuclear weapons 
the effects of such weapons would not be so great that Chinese 
non-nuclear forces would be incapable of achieving PRC military 
objectives. \, 


- Existing Declaratory Policy. The PRC has stated that 
it would never resort to the first use of nuclear weapons . Given 
the crowing Chinese concern for its international imace, the PRC 
mightybe deterred from the first use of nuclear weapons in order 
to avoid arousing adverse world opinion. However, this policy is 
probably not relevant as any country in a similar position vis- 


-a-vis the two super powers would likely express this-policy. 


B. Factors Arquine for PRC Use of Nuclear Weapons 


There are, on the other hand, a number of factors that 
might serve as incentives for the Chinese to use their nuclear 
weapons, either initially or in response to either the U.S. or the 
USSR first use of daa igs weapons: 


| 
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- Vulnerability af PRC. Nuclear Forces. -The vulnerability - 
_ of PRC nuclear forces toa U.S. or. USSR first-strike (because of 
the overwhelming superiority of U.S. and USSR nuclear forces:and- 
the absence of a Chinese strategic warning and surveillance system) 
might lead to a Chinese first use of nuclear weapons if the PRC 
became convinced either the U.S. or the USSR was planning a 
preemptive strike. 

- Non- recoanttton of Multiple Firebreaks. The Chinese 
may believe that once the nuclear threshhold is breached, 
distinctions between theater and strateqic use of nuclear weapons 
would be irrelevant. Therefore, the PRC might respond to a U.S. 
or USSR first use of nuclear weapons by the unrestrained use of 
its own. nuclear forces. 


# PRC Beliefs-in the Sufficiency of. its Nuclear Capability. 
PRC perceptions of both the adequacy of its strategic deterrent and 
the effectiveness of its own nuclear weapons if used in a limited 
eee war context micht lead to a aS decision to’ 
the 
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eir nuclear weapons~ against the Trans-Siberian railroad and USSR 
air and naval bases in Soviet Asia. Th Chinese would be more 
likely to use their weapons in this manner if they believed that 
their use would be decisive and not trigacr further escalation. 


- To Signal PRC Nuclear Resolve. Even thouch the Chinese 
may be unable to match the U.S. or the USSR on a weapon-fer-\eapon 
basis, they may believe it neccessary to use nuclear weapons in 
response to U.S. or USSR first use of nuc]Jear weapons to signal 
that the Chinese are prepared, if necessary, to escalate the 
conflict to a point where al) PRC stratenic systems vould be engaged, 
The Chinese might thereby hope to preclude any further escalation 
on the part of the U.S. or the USSR, ~ 


“To Denionstrate PRC Capabilities and Force U.S. and 
USSR Allies in Asia to Rerain leutral. The PRC miant choose to use 
nuclear weapons to demonstrate their nuclear canabilities and 
thereby attempt to coerce allies of either the U.S. or the USSR 
into either remainino neutral or ceasinn their support. For 
example, the Chinese might believe that by this means they could 
deny the U.S. the use of its bases in Japan or could deter the 
use of Japanese Self-Defense forces in support of a conflict in 
Korea. 
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- The Nature of the Conflict. The factors involving the 
nature of a conflict which would influence the PRC's decision 
to use its nuclear weapons in response to either a U.S. or USSR 
first use of nuclear weanons include: the availability of China's 
ICBM capability; whether the nuclear strike occurred within or 
outside Chinese territorial limits; the size and circumstances 
of the strike; the possibility of only a limited nuclear exchanae 
and little risk of escalation. 


V. Summary 


A PRC escalation from conventional to theater and strategic 
nuclear weapons during the next ten years will be influenced by 
both Chinese capabiJities and Chinese willingness to accept the 
costs and risks, associated with such an escalation. — 


-The PRC currently has about 60 TU-16 medium jet bombers and: 
40-70 medium and intermediate rance ballistic missiles. Although 
these weapons have relatively large yields and. limited accuracies 
they do have limited utility in a theater as well as a strategic 
role. By 1982 the PRC could have a full ranqe of nuclear weapon 
systems to include ICEis, SLBis, and tactical nuclear wear-ons 
except nuclear artillery. If the Chinese concurrently develop 
their target acquisition and cormand and control systems, they 
could have the capability to choose aniong many alternative forms 
of nuclear escalation, 


While the current and future capability of the Chinese to_ 
escalate can be assessed with some denree of confidence (i.e. 
number, accuracy and types of delivery systems), the willingness 
of the PRC ‘to employ this capability is less certain, In the 
near term (certainly until 1976 when the PRC is expected to have 
an ICBM capable of striking CONUS) there will be very strong 
pressures on the PRC to refrain from initiatina the use of 
nuclear weapons and from responding to either a U.S. or USSR 
use of nuclear weapons in the context of a limited war -- 
primarily because of the overwhelming tactical and strategic 
nuclear superiority of the U.S. and USSR. forces. Instead, they 
probably would use propagenda and political pressures in an 
attempt to dissuade the U.S. and/or. the USSR from using tactical 
nuclear weapons. DIA estimates, however, that the Chinese 
would probably retaliate, in kind,. to a first use of nuclear 
weapons if they saw a reasonable possibility of a limited nuclear 
exchange and little risk of escalation. Retaliation would likely 
be on a one-for-one basis and limited in numbers of weapons, In 
the loncer term, the PRC will have a laroer, more diversified 
nuclear capability and therefore may have a greater decree of 
confidence in their ability to use nuclear weapons in a controlled, 
limited nuclear war. 
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APPENDIX 1 
é Projected Chinese Nuclear Forces 1 af ve 
“1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 * 1930 1981 1982 
: A, Bombers _ - 
; 1-16 57-67 67-80 15-93 83-90 80-87 77-85 75-85 70-60 60-65 50-55 
» TU-1G(ASM Carrier) 0 0 0) 0-15 10-30 20-45 30-50 40-6 0-7 50-75 
Totel 57-67 67-60 75-93 83-105 90-117 97-130 105-135 1l0-1Eo 110-140 100-130 
B. “Missiles t ; 
i CSS-1L (MREM 20-30 22-30 ” 20-30 20-30 20-30 20-30 . 10-5 50 0 co) 
CS3-2 me 20-40 30-50 30-50 30-50 30-50 30-50 30-50 30-50 30-50 30-ho 
; Follow-on IREM 0 o* ) fr) 0-20 20-50 70-90 90-120 120-155 155-190 
: CSS-X-3 (ICBM) b/ ) 2-5 5-20 20-ho 40-60 60-60 60-80 60-80 60-80 60-80 
leew mms * 'F6llow-on to CSS-3 0 0 _0 0 ° 0 ) 0-10 0-20 10-0 
= CSS-X-4 (ICBM) te) fc) 0-10 10-20 20-30 30-Lo 30-40 30-ho 30-o _30-ho 
, e Follow-on to cSS-4 (e) io) (e) ie) ie) fe) ie] ce) a 095 
- *  s Total 0-70 52-05 55-110 B0-1L6 Tld-190 60-250 200-265 215-300  Bho-345 | 205-395 
. &. Submarines } s 
SSBN fe) Q ce) 0-2 2-4 3-6 4-8 6-10 8-12 10-14 
‘ SLEM ° fc) 0 - 0-32 32-64 48-96 64-128 66-160 128-192 160-224 
D. Tactical c/ 
IL-28 bommer af 5-20 - 15-25 20-45 25-50 70-90 140-175 1h0-175 140-150 50-75 - 4o-50 
F-9 a/ 5-15 10-25 15-30 25-50 70-90 140-175 1h0-175 140-200 230-275 240-350 
Bombs ‘ 10-35 25°50 35-75 50-100 140-180 260-350 280-350 280-350° 280-350 280-400 
- Cruise Missiles 4; 
Leunchers 345. 20-458 = $26 -560 618-646 796-830 888-922 982-1,020 1,010-1,118 1,028-1,136 
i Cruise Missile 
Warheads 
Tactical Rocket 
mker Launchers 30-45 60. 


RL tiarheads 
tomic Demolition 
. Munitions 
Total tactical/ 
Nuclear Warhead \ 


a 


i 


&k5-60 





: Projections are based on the Defense Intelligence Projections for Planning (DIPP). The DIPP is’ produced by DIA with the 
: participation and assistance of NSA and the intelligence staffs of the military services. The projections represent 
e "best" estimate «- the most likely course the Chinese vill follow, 

s b/ Reduced range --2,700 to 3,500 nm. 
ve e/ "PRC Tactical Nuclear Capabilit 
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